super-patriots, police, etc. have at them. The state textbook committee votes and often the textbook offerings are left off the state approved list. A local board can still buy unapproved books but loses state financial aid. Publishers have little choice. They cannot delete or bowdlerize profanity, for example, since copyrighted materials cannot be altered.1 Is Slaughterhouse Five a great book? Is it worth all the trouble that may come from teaching it? First, it may not be important at all if it is or isn't a great book. What is important is that the English teacher may think it is, and the teaching (or lack of teaching) of English that he will do after he is admonished may do far greater harm to our culture than what censors feel might happen if he actually teaches Slaughterhouse Five. Mr. Severy, the English teacher of Slaughterhouse Five in Drake, North Dakota, has not had his contract renewed. His attitude? "I'm really fed up with trying to do my job and getting shafted."2 Where will he teach now, and how will he approach problem books? Perhaps more important is what the tenth grade students in his English class, the high school students in Ridgefield, Connecticut, and the poet in Rider College's Venture learned about the real world after their encounter with the censors. In Crisis in the Classroom Silberman says that students learn not from what we tell them but from what they see us do, how they see us interact: teachers with students, teachers with administrators.3
For me, Slaughterhouse Five is a great contemporary novel. Why? Well it says something about World War II, an event that fascinates me; it says things about our society, real things, in a very funny way. Structurally, it is contemporary in the way that the past, the present, and the future drift and blur together. I like art whose structure is true to its content. Slaughterhouse Donald Veix is a former high school teacher presently teaching at Rider College, Trenton, New Jersey. Five is that for me. Vonnegut is also whimsical, and I like whimsey. Maybe Billy Pilgrim is part of Mr. Average or Mr. Everyman-me. Most important, Slaughterhouse Five grabs me. I enjoy teaching it. Slaughterhouse Five, like great satires, holds a mirror up to our society and the image is repulsive. We are Americans in the book, but we are also Germans and Western man. Werner Gluck, the young German soldier, is a Dresden boy, actually Billy's distant cousin.4 The book shows us as phonies, mass murderers piously proclaiming our sacred causes, members of a material society that destroys culture. Dresden, after all, is a museum before the bombers come. Perhaps censors sense (!) the subtle criticisms but find the dirty words and explicit sexual references easier targets toward which to rally the book burners. Attacking the subtleties might be an admission that flaws really exist.
At the conclusion of a dissertation on censorship and Catcher in the Rye, James Symula notes that (1) Censorship is based on ignorance-ignorance of purpose of literature, ignorance of the author's purpose, and ignorance of the student's ability to think and judge for himself, and (2) English teachers must lead the fight against censorship.5 In order to dispel this ignorance, English teachers might run adult classes which deal with censorship, human thought, or Slaughterhouse Five. A publication sent to the parents discussing literature being taught and including essays on freedom and censorship is also a possibility. More important is a knowledge of the depths of ignorance in a given community, its values and mores, and disseminating that knowledge to members of the English department.
English teachers must discuss within their department their own attitudes toward intellectual freedom and censorship. They should agree on a censorship policy and place it in force. The NCTE publication "The Students' Right to Read" provides guidelines. As a high school English teacher I find it intelligent. It must have been forged in hot fires. It requests that complainants make their complaints in writing, requires them to read the entire book, asks if they are aware of the judgment of literary critics of the book in question, gives a series of choices about the disposition of the book, asks what books the complainants would put in its place, and provides for signatures.6 The approach seems to work. One of our student teachers used it the first year I ordered it for new English teachers. She phoned the college quite excited over a parental complaint, and I recommended the NCTE form. After she talked to the complaining parent a second time and invited her to file a written complaint, the matter was dropped.
However Although there are "dirty" words in Slaughterhouse Five, they are often in a humorous context. I think that understanding the humor in Slaughterhouse Five is necessary, and this understanding may require maturity, an attuning to army humor. For example: Billy and three lost American soldiers, Roland Weary, the militarist caricature, and two scouts, isolated after the German breakthrough in the Ardennes, are fired on by a German sniper. Three shots are fired. All miss. After the third bullet Billy stands politely waiting for the sniper to have another chance, demonstrating his own understanding of the rules of warfare. However, the fourth bullet also misses, tumbling past his kneecap end over end. The other three Americans watch, safe in the ditch. Weary growls at Billy, "Get out of the road you dumb mother-fucker." (Vonnegut, p. 34) The humor here involves a picture of the mysterious sniper. Snipers were usually excellent marksmen, yet this marksman has failed to hit a single stationary target (described as a "filthy Flamango"). Even the sniper's bullet is comic: The war is almost over, German industry is in chaos, and the bullet doesn't have enough powder to go straight. The use of the four letter word is important here. It reveals the funny frustration of the real soldiers with this "preposterous" companion. The four letter word also performs a very important service for Billy. It saves his life. The word was "fresh and astonishing to Billy, who had never fucked anybody-and it did its job." He took cover. Despite some potential problems with language, the average English class that reads the book will identify with and find humor in Billy's lack of sexual experience and his initial shock and fascination at encountering new profanity.
Our If the teacher has discussed its story before the choices are made and warned students of its language no major problems will occur. Based on the fact that only five kids out of thirty refused to support Mr. Severy in Drake, I imagine only one or two groups doing other novels. Although Slaughterhouse Five will not be read by everyone it will be known to everyone, and at least one important idea in the book will be discussed: "Was the bombing of Dresden on February 13, 1945, a modern-day tragedy? Why or why not?" Students reporting on Slaughterhouse Five will be able to point out tragedies within the book itself: the execution of poor old Edgar Derby, the American POW and former high school teacher, for pilfering some china after the bombing; the plane crash of the optometrists; the piles of used and bullet-riddled clothing that the American POW's don; the opalescent, ghostly soap and candles given the English POW's (it is made from the human fat of dead Jews, gypsies, communists, and other "enemies of the state"); the tragedy of Billy's life, lived successfully in the American dream.
Slaughterhouse Five can also be produced rather than taught. Transparencies and sound can be used to create a mood that reflects the historical period and the themes within the novel itself. The entire class can encounter the novel using this approach, but small groups of students within the class can produce either their impression of the total novel or their impression of portions of it. Doing the entire novel, students can create theme or characters. Adding the dimension of the olfactory sense one can bring the setting to life: the forest of the Ardennes, the POW camp, life in post war USA, the alien smells and sound of Tralfamadore. Each group will be forced to confront the novel before it is able to produce it.
My experience has been that high school students have better "trouble-antennae" than I do. They tend to consult me when they have encountered words they believed might prove offensive to "the administration." I usually answer their doubt by saying, "How do you feel about the word (or scene)?" and/or "Do you think that character really spoke that way?" If they still feel uneasy, I say that it is okay with me if they use the words or scenes in question. Often, I feel uneasy myself, but am unable to determine if it is because my own education has been subject to so much censorship that anything free in the school context automatically makes me uneasy, or whether the words or scenes really are objectionable. A rule I have used is, when in doubt be liberal. It seems to work with kids, but not so well with fellow teachers.
The production of puppet and marionette shows is another way to approach a problem novel. I've used this method in grades eight through eleven. The plays Oh Dad Poor Dad, Mom's Hung You in the Closet and I'm Feelin' So Bad and one based on Arthur Laurent's Home of the Brave were potentially the most troublesome. After my eleventh graders produced the latter, the music teacher whom we had invited accused my puppets of being blasphemous. The former, done by tenth graders just for our class, was quite well done, and although it astounded me with its freedom of dialogue, it produced no ripples.
I also want to suggest 8mm films made on the book, either by small groups which select a theme and develop it, or with the entire class doing the production. First, let's assume that the "myths" are true pictures of American life. If they are, attacking them can do no harm. However, censoring the attacker can do a great deal of harm to the attacker and to America or any society, particularly a democratic one. In his essay On Liberty, John Stewart Mill wrote, "Judgment is given to men that they may use it. Because it may be used erroneously, are men to be told that they ought not to use it at all?"20 Mill says that the greatest harm done by censorship is not to the heretics. Whenever a ban is placed on inquiry that does lead to orthodox conclusions "the greatest harm is done to those ... whose whole mental development is cramped and their reason cowed by fear of the heresy." (p. 41) When that heretic is a teacher, then that crippling of reason is passed on to all of the students who are to govern society in the next generation.
If the myths of American life that Slaughterhouse Five attacks are indeed myths, then they deserve to vanish. Let's look at some in Slaughterhouse Five. First, in order to provide a balanced view, it might be advisable for the teacher to present a broad picture of the American life through films and good speakers, possibly even some who were in Europe during the war. Further, a danger in working with adolescents is that they sometimes see issues as black or white, not in nuances. In teaching Slaughterhouse Five, I would not deal with all of the myths I've mentioned, perhaps only one or two.
For The planes were always bound for somewhere elseLeipzig, Chemnitz, Plauen, places like that. So What worries me is that many kids may not even be shocked by Dresden. I recently sat through a film study class in a New Jersey high school English class. The film was of a Nazi death camp in France. None of the students seemed shocked as hundreds of naked corpses were bulldozed into mass graves. I was shocked both by the film and the students' apparent indifference. I asked the teacher if he planned to use discussions and questions to show that their indifference was like the seed that led to the massacres, that it might happen here. He said he hadn't thought of that. It was a good idea but the bell was about to ring. It did. A perceptive class will begin to see, unlike some adults who seem quite blind and allergic to salt. However, it will take work and time by the English teacher. Discussions of what is blasphemy, what is religion, of John Stewart Mill's comments on heresy and orthodoxy would be good. I would not limit these discussions to honors classes either. With translation and simpler language, the slower student (intelligence and virtue are not equated) has the right to be confronted with important issues. This is part of the teacher's job as Mr. Pilgrim.
In closing, I would like to quote a teacher who was censored. The teacher was Socrates.
For if you think that you restrain men from reproaching you for your evil lives by putting them to death, you are very much mistaken. That way of escape is hardly possible, and it is not a good one. It is much better, and much easier, not to silence reproaches, but to make yourselves as perfect as you can. This is my parting prophecy to you who have condemned me.21
